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February a sacrifice used to be offered in the Comitium, and
when it was over the King of the Sacred Rites fled from the
Forum.1 We may conjecture that the Flight of the King was
originally a race for an annual kingship, which may have been
awarded as a prize to the fleetest runner. At the end of the
year the king might run again for a second term of office;
and so on, until he was defeated and deposed or perhaps
slain. In this way what had once been a race would tend
to assume the character of a flight and a pursuit. The king
would be given a start; he ran and his competitors ran after
him, and if he were overtaken he had to yield the crown and
perhaps his life to the lightest of foot among them. In time
a man of masterful character might succeed in seating him-
self permanently on the throne and reducing the annual race
or flight to the empty form which it seems always to have been
within historical times.2 The rite was sometimes interpreted
as a commemoration of the expulsion of the kings from Rome ;
but this appears to have been a mere afterthought devised
to explain a ceremony of which the old meaning was for-
gotten. It is far more likely that in acting thus the King of
the Sacred Rites was merely keeping up an ancient custom
which in the regal period had been annually observed by

1   Ovid, Fasti, ii. 685 sqq.; Plutarch,      the man whose duty it was to slit open
Quaest. Rom.  63 ; J. Marquardt, JRo-     a corpse for the purpose of embalming
mische Staatsverwaltung, iii.2 323 sq.;     it fled as soon as he had done his part,
W. Warde Fowler, Roman Festivals of    pursued-by all the persons present, who
the Period of the  Republic* pp.  327     pelted him with stones and cursed him,
sqq.                                                            " turning as it were the pollution on

2  Another proposed explanation  of     him;   for they suppose that any one
the  regifugium is that the king fled     who violates or wounds or does any
because at the sacrifice he had incurred     harm to the person of a fellow-tribes-
the guilt of slaying a sacred animal.      man is hateful" (Diodorus Siculus, i.
See W. Warde Fowler, Roman Festi-     91.   4).      Similarly   in   the   western
vals of the  Period of the  Republic,      islands of Torres Straits the man whose
pp.  328 sqq*      The best-known  ex-     duty it was to decapitate a corpse for
ample of such a ritual flight is that     the purpose of preserving the skull was
of the men who slew the ox at the     shot at with arrows by the relatives of
Athenian  festival  of the  Bouphonia.     the deceased as an expiation for the
See The Golden Bough^ Second Edi-     injury he had done to the corpse of their
tion, ii.  294.    Amongst the Pawnees     kinsman.      See  Reports of the Cam-
the four men who assisted at the sacri-     bridge  Anthropological Expedition  to
fice of a girl to Ti-ra'-wa used to run     Torres Straits, v.  (Cambridge, 1904)
away very fast after the deed was done     pp. 249, 251.    This explanation of the
and wash themselves in the river.    See     regifugium   certainly   deserves  to  be
G.  B. Grinnell, Pawnee Hero Stories     considered.    But on this as on so many
and Folk-Tales (New York, 1889), pp.     other points of ancient ritual we can
365 sq*    Among the ancient Egyptians     hardly hope ever to attain to certainty.
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